Pribic, Rado (1990) Many authors, once they have established themselves with an adult public, devote at least part of their energies to literature for children. This genre has many special attractions. While adult literature is constantly subject to fads and fashions, the tradition of children's literature is remarkably stable. Despite periodicattempts by adults to promote other styles, the major forms of children's literature have been, perhaps from time immemorial, the fairy tale and the nursery rime.
Spitzel kriegen grüne Ohren Der General hat die Armee verloren Zwei Minister haben glatt ihr Amt vergessen Der dritte überlebte nicht das Festtagesessen Der Rest hat sich im Auslande verlaufen Der Dichterherde ertrank beim Saufen
There is no tone of condescension, no facile moralizing. A number of these poems risk going over the heads of an immature public, but they never offer a simplistic vision. Illustrations are a major part of any book for children. The pictures by Andreas Röckener are certainly polished, but I find them overly commercial. Some are flawed by excessive cuteness. Several do illuminate the poems effectively, but they do not add very much.
Rathenow's books for adults have been uneven in quality. Beautifully crafted pieces have often alternated with others which seem to be hardly more than the casual journal entries. It is possible that economic pressure has forced him to publish too much. I believe, however, that lack of judgment on his part has also played a role here. A rather turbulent career, marked by clashes with GDR cultural authorities, has not allowed him to develop much critical detachment or objectivity.
Erratic technique and sloppy editing are, in general, characteristic of the younger generations of GDR authors. This is an indirect effect of intense political censorship. Literary criticism, since it deals so directly with value judgments, is more easily vulnerable to censorship than fiction, drama or poetry. But without strong critical traditions, all literary activity will suffer. Gone are the occasional melodrama and the coy word games which added a note of self-consciousness to Zangengeburt, Rathenow^ first collection of poems.
Rathenow first became known largely as a political writer. It is paradoxical that now, in a time of enormous upheavals, he should produce a collection of poems that are almost militantly apolitical. This could, perhaps, be understood as a symptom of disillusionment with the public realm, but Rathenow continues elsewhere to speak out on social issues. I prefer to understand this book as a check against the hubris that accompanies almost any revolutionary change. Writing about the plight of an eleven-year-old coping with the imminent divorce of his parents may not be the most effective way of making a social statement, but in this book it gives rise to a host of colorful, witty, and heartening observations. The protagonist, Raoul Habenicht, aka. Gibbon Habenicht, has to repeat the fourth grade, and during the story he tries to decide how to explain this to his classmates. Although he is shuffled about, spending time with each parent and his grandparents, Raoul actually plays host to his elders, in that he appears to be more skilled at parenting them.
Boria
Stylistically, Sakowski is highly successful and convincing in letting us listen to young Raoul listen to himself talking about grownups, life, his peers and pets. Despite its intentions, the book is well beyond the conventional label of Jugendliteratur, since it is much more of an adult presentation than that of a child. Its homespun wisdom and vivid characters are surpassed only by the central role played by the tomcat, Munzo, for whom the title of the story was clearly intended.
Laser beams emanating from Munzo's eyes and seen in the clever illustrations that accompany the piece connect him with the protagonist, Raoul, in many fresh and intricate ways. Of all the discoveries made by Raoul as he seeks to adjust to his parents' separation, the most convincing is that nature and its animals, be they the tomcat he adopts or a wild stag that invades his grandmother's garden, are far more knowledgeable than the adults about him. The simple truths, he discovers, are the most elusive, and require intelligence and a sense of humor of any would-be observer.
Careful, loving attention is also paid to life on the farm and to the portrayal of Raoul's paternal grandparents, whom Raoul prefers to the grandparents who live in a city. Here one readily recognizes the author's familiarity with that particular milieu, a testimonial of sorts to Sakowski's works from the sixties. Farming and forestry are very much a part of the author's past. However, it seems that another theme characteristic of the author outweighs both of these-that of the liberated woman. In her quest for independence, Raoul's mother is every bit the Frau im Mittelpunkt, who challenges social mores and successfully withstands the pressures imposed by her own family.
This book may not be a major contribution to GDR literature, but it is a provocative and insightful tale of individuals, young and old, seeking their places in a society oftentimes not so very different from our own. Biermann, a "living legend" in the GDR, has lost much of his
